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in their business, so that, in spite of his own military capacity,
he was unable either to inflict decisive blows upon the Par-
thians, or to complete the subjection of Britain, where he
died in 211 in the middle of a prolonged contest against the
highlanders of Scotland. His heir Caracalla at once made
away with the brother who shared his throne, but lost his
own life as soon as he tried to use his army for a fresh contest
with the Parthians on the south-east frontier. The year of
his death was 216. The army then proclaimed Macrinus,
commander of the guards, as his successor, but betrayed him
also, when they found that he intended not only to cut short
military operations but also to lower their pay. The ladies
of the palace were Syrians, related to Julia Domna, the wife
of Septimius Severus, and belonging to the family of the
priest kings of Emesa. These cunning and ambitious women
took advantage of the discontent among the soldiers. Julia
Maesa, sister of Julia Domna, with her daughters Soaemias
and Mammaea, won over a part of the Syrian army and by
their aid defeated Macrinus. They then raised to the throne
the son of Soaemias, whose name before his accession was
Varius Avitus Bassianus. But he was the chief priest of the
sun-god worshipped at Emesa under the name of Elagabal,
and in this capacity bore also the name of his god.

The reign of the Syrian relatives of Severus began one of the
saddest chapters in the history of the empire. Elagabal, or
Heliogabalus, as the Romans called him, was a religious fanatic
who introduced into Rome the manners and customs of his
Syrian theocracy. Many of his soldiers were themselves de-
voted to Eastern cults, and their religious beliefs were not out-
raged by his proceedings ; but at Rome, even in the depressed
and humiliated condition of the upper and middle classes, his
innovations met with nothing but disgust and horror. Con-
scious of this feeling, the Syrian princesses took measures to
retain their power, and, when the fanatic Heliogabalus was
murdered by the soldiers, they placed on the throne Alexianus,
the son of Mammaea, who was more moderate in his views and
less Asiatic in his habits; as emperor he took the name of
Marcus Aurelius Severus Alexander. He and his mother
endeavoured to reconcile the Roman nobility to their military
rule. Some of the ancient forms of public life were restored ;
and the Senate was summoned to take part again in public
affairs. But the army was more than Alexander could manage.